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10 Teaching Digital Natives

But the consensus among experts is clear.' The way for us to succeed under such conditions
is not to focus only on the changing technology, but rather to conceptualize learning in a new
way, with adults and young people each taking on new and different roles from the past.

Young people (students) need to focus on using new tools, finding information, making
meaning, and creating. Adults (teachers) must focus on questioning, coaching and guiding,
providing context, ensuring rigor and meaning, and ensuring quality results.

This 21st century way of working together to produce and ensure student learning is what
I call partnering. Learning to do it is the subject of this book.

MOVING AHEAD

Today’s overwhelming (and, to various extents, outmoded) educational division of labor is
for teachers to lecture, talk, and explain, and for students to listen, take notes, read the text,
and memorize. This is often known as direct instruction. Unfortunately, direct instruction is
becoming increasingly ineffective; that too many of their teachers just talk and talk and talk
is today’s students’ number-one complaint. And unfortunately, the students’ response is
almost always to tune out.

So the era in which this type of teaching—Ilecturing, presenting, explaining to all, or
telling—worked has pretty much come to an end. To the extent that teachers are a tool for
learning, those who teach mainly by telling are becoming a less effective tool in the 21st century.

Yet most teachers were trained to tell. Most of them learned (and learned well) by being
lectured to. Many teachers like explaining and think they are good at it. And they may, in fact,
be good at it. But this method is no longer relevant, because students are no longer listening,
I often liken this to Federal Express: you can have the best delivery system in the world, but if
no one is home to receive the package, it doesn’t much matter. Too often, today’s students are
not there to receive what their teachers are delivering. They are off somewhere else, often in
the electronic world of 21st century music, socializing, or exploring. The goal of this book is
to help teachers bring them back.

What Is Working

Most students recognize and applaud their creative, energetic teachers—especially the
ones who respect them and care about their opinions. But when I ask students “What in your
entire school experience has engaged you the most?” the most frequent answer I get is
“School trips.” While trips have always been popular, I think this answer reflects the urgency
that today’s students feel to connect to the real world. Why? Because another frequent answer
is “Connecting with other kids our age in other places electronically” (e.g., through a secure
e-mail service such as ePals).

Inside their classrooms, what students say they find most engaging is group work (except
when slackers are allowed to get away with not contributing), discussions, sharing their own
ideas, and hearing the ideas of their classmates (and of the teacher when expressed as the ideas
of an equal).
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12 Teaching Digital Natives

play complex games with, and learn from peers around the globe; ePals, a secure electronic Conceps
interchange site for kids, reaches every country and territory. Kids regularly make videos and post 1 Ttis with
. . iy 5 is wi
them for the world to see and comment on. They organize themselves socially and politically
3 want young ]
across the planet. offers the be
changes req
Educators as Rocket Scientists themselves I
So what does this metaphor imply for those whose job is to educate today’s young people? ; rockets towa
It tells us that we must conceive of what educators do in a new way—not just as teachers, but Start preparl
as rocket designers, building and sending off the best rockets we possibly can. This includes not ,‘ them much,
filling students with the educational fuel of the past, because that fuel just doesn’t make today’s the rockets
kids go. We need new fuel, new designs, new boosters, and new payloads. Rocket scientists
understand that their rockets will likely encounter many unforeseen events and trials, so they
work hard to build into the rockets enough intelligence to get the job done with minimum HOW PA
outside help. They build into the rockets the ability to self-monitor, self-assess, and self-correct
as much as possible. They create the ability for their rockets to use whatever devices and Th? term pa;
instrumentation are available to regularly gather data and then analyze it, even as they are . Whﬂe the stu
speeding along. They perform rigid quality control, not of what the rockets’ brains know— ship I am ta%
that’s updatable on the fly—but of what they can do with the information they encounter. And context: letti
while they may preprogram a target, they know that the target will likely change midcourse and letting te.achl
that there are likely to be other changes during the course of the rocket’s life. Let’fn}g'
responsibilit
A Useful Perspective e Findi
Seeing our students and ourselves in this new way encourages educators to set the bar for o Using
student achievement extremely high, far higher than we typically do currently. I have often ® Resex
heard educators say they are “blown away” by what their students have accomplished. We ® Answ
should not be blown away by our students; we should be expecting even more from them. ® Pract
Of course, rockets are high maintenance and often require more of designers’ effort and o Creat
skills to build and keep up. They are also useless on the ground, so that is not where we should
be preparing them to stay (many of the “ground skills” have been taken over by machines and Letting
are no longer needed). f for the folloy
Exploration or Destruction? * Clje’fll
3 ® Givin
Depending on the payload installed at the beginning of the journey, students (like real | e Pyt
rockets) can be powerful forces for exploration and change or potential weapons of e Explc
destruction. Educators, along with parents and peers, install the payload. Then we send them e Creai
off to fly into the future, hoping we have prepared them well for what they will meet. To make ¢ Ensu
the payload positive, installing ethical behavior—the ability to figure out the right thing to do
and how to get it done—ought to be our number-one concern. We need to best configure N i Pariner
students’ brains so they can constantly learn, create, program, adopt, adapt, and relate " the teacher’s
positively to whatever and whomever they meet, and in whatever way they meet them, which B even explain

increasingly means through technology. N io be answe
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14 Teaching Digital Natives

proceed. In partnering the onus is then completely on the students (alone or in groups) to
search, make hypotheses, find answers, and create presentations, which are then reviewed by
the teacher and the class and vetted for their correctness, context, rigor, and quality. The
required curriculum gets covered because the questions the students answer are the ones they
need to know. And as we will see, there exist levels of partnering to fit different types of
students, different situations, and different backgrounds.

_PARTNERING TIP
How you can eliminate telling, or direct instruction (and what to replace it with), is a
great topic for you to discuss with your class, in a specific time that you set aside. Ask
your class if they think you talk too much, or more than you need to. Then ask them for
suggestions on how you could reduce the amount of time you tell. You will likely be sur-
prised by their answers.

Such a major shift in pedagogy—from telling to partnering—is clearly not a change that
either teachers or students will make overnight. It is, in reality, a gradual shift that can take
years to perfect. But as thousands of teachers will attest, it can happen. And it must happen
for 21st century students to get the education they need and deserve. The good news is that
there are now a great many teachers—in every subject and at every level—happily and
effectively partnering with their students every day, and you can use them as models.

Partnering Basics: A Simple Example

The best example of partnering that I have ever heard came from a teacher during one of
my student panels. The teacher asked the students on the panel this question: “Suppose there
are three causes of something that you, the students, have to learn about. Which of the
following would you prefer: that I say, “There were three causes of [whatever]. I will now
lecture and tell you what they were—please take notes,” or that I say, “There were three main
causes of [whatever]. You all have 15 minutes to find out what they were, and then we'll discuss
what you've found.”

To nobody’s great surprise, whenever students are asked this question they almost
universally prefer the second alternative. Most of today’s students, no matter what their age or
grade level, prefer to take an active role and find things out for themselves, rather than be told

them by the teacher.

Do Some Things Require Lectures?

Yet whenever I say, “No lectures; I get people who push back with “Some things require
lectures?” So please take a minute right now to reflect on what, in your subject area, you think
might not be possible to teach without lecturing, telling, or explaining in front of the class.
Now ask yourself this question: “Could I reframe this topic or information instead as answers
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16 Teaching Digital Natives

Again, what matters is not the name or brand of partnering you choose—that will depend
on you, your students, and your context, such as the school, or state, you teach in. What does
matter is that you move in the partnering direction. Figure 1.1 points out some of the different
ways that work in the partnering pedagogy is split between the students and the teacher.

Partnering and the Curriculum

One concern frequently raised by teachers is that they are constrained by a mandated
curriculum, which somehow conflicts with partnering. Certainly, at least in public schools,
there is for every subject and level a required set of (increasingly skills-based) standards to be
taught. But remember that those standards specify only what to teach, not how to do it.

Partnering can, and does, work with today’s required curricula. But it demands a rethinking
of those curricula on the part of teachers from the “this is the material to be learned” approach
of textbooks to an approach of “guiding questions to which students need to find answers”
Interestingly, textbooks—most of which reflect the old, telling pedagogy—have gotten things
completely backward from the point of view of partnering (and, generally, student interest).
Textbooks put the answers (i.e., the content) up front and the questions in the back. Partnering
reverses this, putting the questions first, which, as it turns out, is far more motivating to
students. Asking “Why?” upfront (Why do we have seasons? Why do opposites attract? Why does
English have so many nonstandard past tenses? Why do we forget, or make bad decisions? Why
did people from Europe come to America?) is far more likely to make kids think than are lectures
on seasonality, polarity, irregular verbs, psychology, or discovery and immigration.

But what students have to know (and what they will, of course, be tested on in the
standardized tests), remains the same regardless of the pedagogy. Partnering teachers find
that the process of students actively answering the questions leads almost universally to
higher engagement (I've never heard a partnering teacher say that his or her students were
Jess engaged.) The increased engagement, in turn, typically produces better retention of
material and higher test scores, as in the case of the primary school teacher who saw his
students’ descriptive writing scores go up an entire testing level.® Many teachers describe
similar phenomena.

Figure 1.1 How Partnering Work Is Shared
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18 Teaching Digital Natives

can’t concentrate” or “My kids have the attention span of a gnat”—things that are just not true
overall. (Although these things may be true in the context of school, most students concentrate
just fine on topics and activities that interest them.)

I've heard many teachers comment (mostly when students are not around) about their
students’ lack of caring, interest, motivation, even ability. When students overhear teachers
saying these things (and other things that, outside of the school context, are similarly untrue),
they feel disrespected—and rightfully so. And in reaction they often turn around and disrespect
their teachers right back, frequently by pointing out the teachers’ technological illiteracy.

Such mutual disrespect almost entirely prevents effective learning and partnering. For
learning to take place, disrespect must be rooted out wherever it exists, on both sides of the
teacher’s desk. For successful partnering, teachers and students alike must realize and accept
that we have entered an era in which both students and teachers have something of equal
importance to contribute to the learning process. Each side must respect and learn from what
the other has to offer.

Some teachers have used the strategy of putting up a large sign in the classroom that says,
“We are all learners, we are all teachers.” and some schools have even gone so far as to adopt
this as their official motto. These words can be reinforced and internalized by giving students~
the chance, whenever appropriate, to teach the teacher (for example, about technology) and

by the teacher being a willing and eager learner.

Student Roles in Partnering

The metaphor I introduced earlier of students as rockets, needing to be properly fueled by
teachers, programmed with self-directing capabilities, and sent to new and distant places is
far more respectful of students than the old pedagogy’s view of students as empty vessels to
be filled with knowledge (or blank slates to be written upon). Making students more active
and equal participants in the learning process is a sign of respect—respect that students
everywhere are looking for. But what, specifically, are the students’ roles in partnering?

Student as Researcher

One important role is that of researcher. When we adopt the partnering pedagogy of no
longer telling students what they need to know, but instead requiring them to find it out for
themselves (and then to share it with their peers and with the teacher for evaluation), that
immediately puts students in this new and very different role. One bonus of doing this is that
the role of researcher, being a professional one, carries with it a level of respect not always
accorded to mere “students” For this reason, some schools have actually chosen to officially
rename their students as “researchers”” Consider the case of a student in Texas, a former
dropout, who commented, “That is almost all do—look things up on the computer.” She was
quite happy to spend most of her school day in this way.

Take a minute to picture yourself working in such a school. It might be more akin to working
at a magazine or a library, where you expect a very professional job from all your partners or
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20 Teaching Digital Natives

and their peers think. Teachers with students writing for publicly available blogs have
reported an immediate improvement in both writing and thinking quality on the part of
students once they know their work will be seen by others. To emiphasize this thinking role,
Ted Nellen, a New York City Teacher of the Year, calls all of his students “scholars.”

Student as World Changer

The fourth student role relates to learning being real, and not just relevant. Real learning
(as I discussed in the Introduction and will do in more detail in Chapter 4) involves students
immediately using what they learn to do something and/or change something in the world. It
is crucial that students be made aware that using what they learn to effect positive change in
the world, large or small, is one of their important roles in school. For example, some middle
school students outside Atlanta, Georgia, made a video on genetically modified food that
changed their parents’ shopping habits. Another group in the same school used what they
learned to raise money to help cure malaria in Africa."! Many schools also use what students
learn to help their local communities.

Student as Self~-Teacher

The fifth role of the student (and the role that is perhaps most different in the partnering
pedagogy) is that of self-teacher. That students can teach themselves might sound strange at
first. But consider how you would learn about something new—say, a disease that someone
in your family had suddenly contracted. While you could opt to go to a class and have someone
tell you, most likely you would choose to learn on our own. You would do research in books or
on the Internet, ask friends and colleagues for information and guidance, and consult experts
when possible. It is really important that students learn these same skills and become self-
reliant when it comes to learning, rather than depending on a teacher or anyone else. The best
way for them to do so is to be expected to do it repeatedly, with feedback, until they get really
good at it. For this reason, the role of self-teacher might be the most important student role of
all. One student who learned that his grandmother had cancer was able to find online, by
himself, using skills he had learned, not only the best hospital for her to go to, but the name of
the doctor with the best success rate in dealing with the particular cancer she had.

It is extremely important to understand, however, that students learning to teach themselves
does’t mean that the teacher’s role goes away, or even that it gets diminished. On the contrary. In
the partnering pedagogy, the teacher’s job retains its importance, but its roles change
dramatically. We will look at the teacher’s many roles in the partnering pedagogy in the next
section. Perhaps unexpectedly, it turns out that these new roles for the teacher are far more
important and useful to students than the old role of teller.

Other Student Roles

Some additional roles for students in partnering include, from time to time, journalist,
writer, scientist, engineer, and politician. They also include being the “doer” of the many verbs
[ will discuss later. I will have more practical things to say about all of these roles in Chapter 3.
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22 Teaching Digital Natives

by Educational Testing Service and other organizations, the art of good questioning has to
a large extent fallen into disuse in schools. An important lesson for partnering students is
that four-answer multiple-choice questions do not reflect the real questions in the world.
The art of Socratic questioning (i.e., asking challenging questions designed to get people
to reflect and reconsider their point of view) is an important skill for partnering teachers
to relearn and practice.

Much of the work in the problem-based learning variation of partnering has been to
develop rich questions that can serve as the basis for extended projects. Some districts and
states (such as West Virginia) have been leaders in collecting these questions and connecting
them to standards. But although many predesigned questions are now available online and in
books, turning any content into good guiding questions is a skill that each partnering teacher
needs to perfect over time. I consider this skill in more detail in Chapter 5.

Teacher as Learning Designer

Another important role for the teacher in the partnering pedagogy is as designer of
original learning-creating experiences. No one wants class days that are repetitive;
teachers as well as students are hungry for variety and frequent, positive change. In the role
of designer, starting from where he or she wants students to wind up in their
understanding, the partnering teacher crafts the questions, problems, and suggested
activities that will lead students to understanding.

Designing is a role that should not be unfamiliar to most teachers, as it is somewhat akin
to lesson planning. But in the partnering pedagogy designing takes on very different forms.
For example, there are no presentations or worksheets to design. Rather than all students
following the teacher on the same designed path, partnering students need to be coached and
guided toward the goal along a variety of individual paths. This makes the learning designer
role of the partnering teacher one of increased complexity and importance. When planning, a
teacher needs to reflect on and prepare for various ways in which students might come to an
understanding of what is being taught, particularly in view of students’ individual passions.
So a teacher focusing on the Gettysburg Address, for example, might think up ways to
approach it from many student perspectives such as conciseness (comparison to Twitter),
politics (comparison to recent speeches), arts (comparison to Oscar acceptance speeches),
music (comparison to memorable lyrics), visual images (what pictures does it evoke?), oral
interpretations and readings, and so on. There is even a web site that illustrates what the
address might have looked like as a PowerPoint (http://norvig.com/Gettysburgy).

Abandoning Total Control for Controlled Activity

An important thing for teachers to know and understand about partnering is that it
generally involves activity and movement on the part of students. To a casual observer, a
partnering class may not seem controlled or disciplined in the traditional sense. A
partnering class looks and feels different from a traditional class. For example, one
typically does not see students sitting in rows listening to a lecture or filling in

N
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24 Teaching Digital Natives

automatically; it is a teaching skill that must be learned and practiced. Remember, though,
that it is possible to have an animated, even noisy, classroom and still be in control.

PARTNERING TI}

If the concept of a less tightly controlled class is a tough one for you, you might try it
first with a single partnering project, first talking with your students to mutually set
rules and parameters, and afterward assessing the results. You can then expand from
there as you and the students become more comfortable with the process. As a group,”
you might decide, for example, that no permission from you is needed for students to
use technology in the classroom or talk to each other when working in groups, but that
non-work-related comments or disturbing the work of others is inappropriate and will
cause a student to lose group or technology privileges.

Teacher as Context Provider

Yet another important role of the partnering teacher is context provider. While students
in their role as researchers are often good at finding content, they are often less capable of
putting that content in the proper context. My favorite example of the importance of context
is the following test answer by a student:

While most of us laugh at this response, it is important 3. Find x.
to realize that, in a searching context, it would be perfectly
correct. It is wrong (and funny) because we know it is in a
math context. Every subject has a context from which
individual facts and ideas derive their true meaning. 7 aom
Whether helping students understand the role of 7, 2 4y
Wikipedia in a research context or the existence of hate
mongering in a free speech context, providing context is a
key role of the partnering teacher. As with most things in partnering, this role is best
accomplished through asking (e.g., through Socratic questioning) rather than through
explaining or telling. Students can be asked what things are right or acceptable in some contexts
but not in others. This would be a great lead-in, for example, to an English class discussion of
types of writing and speech, and their contextual appropriateness.

3cm

Teacher as Rigor Provider and Quality Assurer

The last two major roles of the teacher in the partnering pedagogy are rigor provider and
quality assurer, which are closely related although not precisely the same. What they have in
common is setting the bar really high for student accomplishment. I strongly believe that, in
general, we set the bar far too low for students and that they are capable of (and want to do)
much, much more than we generally ask or require of them.

The place where I first truly learned the meaning of rigor was in my freshman literature
class in college. I had not done much writing of literature papers in my public high school
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26 Teaching Digital Natives

peers, but a great many students really like it when teachers give them the opportunity to teach
other students. One strategy that has worked well for some partnering teachers is to directly
teach only a few kids in a class and make those kids responsible for teaching the rest, in whatever
ways they all want. Giving students this opportunity is yet another way of showing respect. For
these reasons, peer-to-peer learning is an important part of the partnering pedagogy.

A striking example of the power of peer-to-peer learning in action is the phenomenal
music teaching program from Venezuela known as EI Systema. In this program, poor kids
from all over Venezuela—often street kids—are trained to be truly fine classical musicians in
local, regional, and national orchestras, mostly through peer-to-peer teaching and learning.

One of El Systema’s major principles is that
as soon as kids learn something, they have to
teach it to someone else. This is not all that

You can learn more about El Systemaand  different from the surgeon’s model of “watch one,
see it in action—along with its amazing do one, teach one”
results—by watching the videos on the There are many ways of using the power of
program at www.ted.corn. peer-to-peer learning in partnering, and partner-
o ing teachers are constantly figuring out new
ones. For example, peer-to-peer is an excellent (and possibly the best) way to spread the
knowledge and use of technology among students and bridge any digital divide that may exist
in your classroom. Also, because of the power of peer-to-peer learning, for some partnering
tasks, such as understanding or evaluating a particular text or finding a solution to a problem,
putting two or three students in front of a single computer may be as good as, or even better
than, having each student work individually.

Check It Out!

The School Principal as Leader, Facilitator, and Partner

The participation of the school principal (and the school administration) in the partnering
pedagogy is crucial, in the multiple roles of leader, facilitator, and yet another partner. Although
it is not impossible for partnering to survive and flourish without strong administrative
support, it is difficult.

Many teachers have told me that they have wanted to try, or even did try, to use some or all
of the partnering pedagogy described in this book, but were frustrated by the lack of support
from the administration in their school. Yet I hear just as often from principals who are frustrated
and often have trouble when attempting to get their teachers to try these new methods.

Clearly, to be most successful, teachers and administrators must work in partnership. In
the long run, teachers must be supported by their administration in order to succeed in
partnering with their students. An administrator who formally observes or just walks into a
class where the teacher is coaching and not telling, where students are teaching themselves
and each other with various amounts of controlled activity going on, and where students are
presenting and critiquing in a truly vigorous give-and-take manner needs to understand that
all of this is producing learning that is as good as or better than that which results from

traditional direct instruction.
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28 Teaching Digital Natives

It helps enormously when a school or district employs technology as a means to reach
out to parents. Wi-Fi coverage of students’ homes, as well as dedicated web sites for parents
(with feedback from them), is now, with judicious use of grants, within almost every
district’s financial reach. For a great example of what can be done with relatively little, look
at Lemon Grove, an economically below-average school district in Southern California
(www.lemongroveschoolsLnet). Its Wi-Fi system to schools and homes, created entirely
with government grants, is so robust that the district was able to pass along some of the
upkeep costs to the local police and fire departments, who use it as a backup.

GETTING MOTIVATED TO
PARTNER WITH YOUR STUDENTS

Hopefully, you have already begun the move to partnering. But if not, how can you, as a
teacher, get motivated to make big changes? And, even more important, how do you stay
motivated to continue changing and not fall back to old, familiar ways at the first sign
of trouble? The best way, I think, is not to make the changes in secret, but to be as open as
possible—with your students, your administrators, and your colleagues—about what you
are trying to do. After all, the goal is to improve your students’ experience, your own experi-
ence, and the test scores.

The easiest and most effective way of doing this is to enlist the help of those who have
gone before you and succeeded. These can be colleagues you know, and hopefully there are at
Jeast a few where you teach. But help can also come from people you dor’t know, people whom
you will meet online by joining support groups, such as Listservs, blogs, and Ning groups (see
Chapter 7) and by searching YouTube and TeacherTube. Many teachers, several quite
experienced, have c-muailed e to say how much these partnering ideas have reinspired them
and brought them back to the original level of excitement they felt when they started teaching.

It is also crucial to enlist your supervisors, your students, and their parents in
your own personal change process. Often, when they understand your goals, they will be
quite supportive.

Have Courage, but Also Have Fun

For most people, doing anything for the first time elicits some fear. You probably felt fear
the first time you stood in front of a class as a student or first-time teacher. When you feel such
fear and need the courage to proceed anyway, it often helps to remember the lion in The
Wizard of Oz—you don't need the medal, because the courage is inside you all the time.

But also keep in mind that change is not all fear and pain. In fact, it can be quite
invigorating and exciting to rethink your job from a new perspective. Thinking not in terms
of material or content but in terms of the questions the material answers is often liberating to
long-time teachers.

And do not think that teaching in this new way will necessarily make your job harder. A very
important lesson I have learned from the partnering I do regularly in workshops with students
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